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Microcontrollers have become firmly established in modern electronic 
circuits. These multi-legged beasts use programs to do all sorts of things. 
Depending on signal levels presented to them, micros are capable of 
taking decisions and controlling entire processes. A micro, then, offers a 
good way to add intelligence to your circuit. But where do you start 


picking the right type? 
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Over the past few decades we've witnessed 
the increasing dominance of microcontrollers 
in electronics in general. These days, it is 
almost impossible (and a waste of time and 
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money) to design new digital cir- 
cuitry of some complexity without 
incorporating a microcontroller. In 
the past, designers when faced with 


complex logic did not hesitate to 
throw in dozens of TTL or CMOS 
integrated circuits resulting in a 
monstrous, current devouring circuit 
whose reliability was often inversely 
proportional to the number of parts 
on the board(s). That has changed 
dramatically, today’s designers 
searching for a controller with suffi- 
cient ‘power’, I/O resources and a 
bunch of integrated extra functions. 
Having added some external hard- 
ware to the micro, the circuit design 
will typically continue on a com- 
puter, which is logical because the 
PC allows the software for the micro 
to be developed, too, and it’s the 
software that determines the final 
functionality of the circuit. 

A wide range of microcontrollers 
is currently on the market. Over the 
years, various manufacturers have 
designed their own ‘families’, 
always extending processor capabil- 
ities by introducing better and larger 
follow-up types. It is fair to say that 
the microcontroller has evolved from 
a sluggish liveryman to a really fast 
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calculation wonder chip offering lots 
of possibilities. 

Today, the user is offered a daz- 
zling number of options to choose 
from, including the number of I/O 
pins, memory size, Flash or conven- 
tional memory for program code and 
non-volatile data, speed compro- 
mised by power economy — you 
mention it, the silicon industry has it 
all. Nearly all microprocessor manu- 
facturers boast a number of types 
with extra functionality as compared 
with other, lesser, family members. 
These functions may include A/D 
and D/A converters, various commu- 
nication interfaces (like I2C and 
RS232), extra connections for hook- 
ing up an LCD and even in-built sen- 
sors to measure, say, temperature. 

Not surprisingly, microcontroller 
manufacturers were among the first 
in the entire electronics industry to 
employ the Internet as a medium to 
offer not only complete datasheets 
but also application notes on their 
products, all free of charge. Today, 
the Internet is the first resource to 
dive into if you’re after detailed infor- 
mation on a certain micro. Fair 
enough, but in addition to these 
sites there’s such an overwhelming 
number of others containing, ‘less 
official’ but equally useful informa- 
tion you're soon lost and can’t see 
the wood for the trees. 

The two websites discussed in 
this month’s instalment of Electron- 
ics Online put 500 links to microcon- 
troller-related information literally at 
your fingertips. The links come prop- 
erly grouped and sorted by the kind 
and bright souls that put these web 
pages together. The main orientation 
is by controller family, with further 
sub-classification according to the 
type of information offered in the 
case of extremely popular controllers. 

The first website we'd like to tell 
you about is ePanaorama [1], an 
electronics portal site offering a mas- 
sive number of linked neatly organ- 
ised in categories. That makes 
ePanorama a great resource for ‘all 
things electronic’, that is, not just 
microcontrollers, and we feel it 
deserves a place in your browser's 
Favourites folder! A click on the sub- 
ject ‘microcontrollers’ takes you to an 
index page showing sub-topics like 
general information, software and 
microcontrollers. The last subject is 
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again divided to reflect today’s most 
popular controller types: 


PICs 

Intel 805 1/8052 

x86 processors 

Basic Stamp 

Motorola 68HC] | 
Scenix microcontrollers 
SGS-Thomson microcontrollers 
ARM 

PowerPC 

Atmel microcontrollers 
Hitachi 

Zilog 

Picaxe 

Rabbit controllers 


Each family is given a general intro- 
duction followed by a number of 
links complete with short descrip- 
tions of what to expect at the page 
you ll end up by following the hyper- 
link! 

The second website we'd like to 
mention is called Mikrocontroller.net 
(no typo) [2]. It is available in two lan- 
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guages, German and English. Unfortunately 
some parts have not yet been translated into 
English but that is unlikely to be a problem 
for most links on the site. A click on the 
‘Links’ button takes you to an overview of 
more than 300 links, all neatly arranged by 
controller family: 


8051 & compatible types 
AVR 

PIC 

68HCxxZ80 

MSP430 

MI6C 

Various controllers 


Next, there’s a number of links to allied sub- 
jects like prototyping, soldering, FPGA, 
CPLD, GAL, DSP and ARM. 

Although the descriptions with the links 
are limited, most of them succeed in making 
clear what to expect on the hyperlinked 
pages. A smart addition to the website, 
national flag symbols indicate the language(s) 
in which the information is presented. 

(045019-1) 


Internet addresses 
[I] ePanorama: www.epanorama.net/index.php 


[2] Mikrocontroller.net: 


www. mikrocontroller.net/index.en.htm 
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